Abstract. Infrastructure provides the fundamental basis for socio-economic development of any country. It acts as the backbone of an economy. Regional disparities in infrastructural development naturally result in uneven development. Infrastructural development has greater significance in less developed areas due to their various inherent deficiencies and imbalances. With regard to this, status of the basic sectors of the infrastructure of South 24 Parganas district of West Bengal, India has been discussed in this article. This is a less developed area. Comparative analysis on infrastructural achievements at sub-district level has also been made. The study not only points towards the lack of uniform infrastructural development over the entire region, but also towards a tendency for concentration of such growth process in those areas of the district which lie in close proximity to the metropolis of Kolkata.
Introduction
The role of infrastructure is of great importance in development process of any kind, as its shortage often becomes the major limiting factor for economic progress. This has become even more significant under the globalised market regime, where increased productivity, wider connectivity, greater efficiency and competitiveness, to a large extent, determine the viability of any economy. Infrastructural development assumes greater importance in large developing countries, like India, struggling with illiteracy, mass poverty, unemployment, underemployment, poor health condition and lower level of living. Large developing countries have embarked upon ambitious development programmes, which have raised their demand for infrastructure. Moreover, numerous studies conducted in these countries point out that, regional disparities in socio-economic development, to a large extent, result from uneven development of infrastructure. Several economists attempted to theorise the nature of linkage between infrastructure and development (e.g. Rosenstein-Rodan, 1943; Nurkse, 1953; Hirschman, 1958; Rostow, 1960 and others) . Infrastructure as a term means something that lies below or comes before the 'structure' . It is the base upon which the superstructure is built. Thus, in economic discussion all those activities and services which contribute to the economy not only by generating income within the sector itself, but also by providing sustenance and support to income generation in the rest of the economy can be considered as 'infrastructure' (Majumdar 2008) . The first reference to the concept of infrastructure was made by Hirschman (1958) . Social Overhead Capital (SOC), according to him, comprises 'those basic services without which primary, secondary and tertiary productive activities cannot function' (Hirschman, 1958) . SOC can thus be identified as infrastructure. In his famous theory on 'The Stages of Economic Growth' , Rostow (1960) considered SOC as a precondition for take-off into self-sustained growth. Later Aschauer (1990) defined infrastructure as a region's 'public stock of social and economic overhead capital' . The World Bank (1994) , in the World Development Report of 1994, included the following as infrastructural services: 1. Public Utilities: Power, telecommunications, piped water supply, sanitation and sewerage, solid waste collection and disposal, piped gas, 2. Public Works: Roads, major dams, canal works for irrigation and drainage, 3. Other Transport Sector: Urban and inter-urban roadways, urban transport, ports, waterways and airports, 4. Social Infrastructure: Basic education, primary health and banking services.
Evidence from many countries of the Third World shows that in case of the provisioning of infrastructure explicit dispersal policies that were meant to support a smaller urban centre were often undermined by spatial biases in macro-economic and sectoral policies, including trade, industrial and agricultural policies. Discussing the economic growth and urbanisation of Sub-Saharan Africa, Tiffen (2007) considered that public investment in basic infrastructure, like electricity, piped water, telecommunications, to a greater number of towns may become more effective than direct state investment in manufacture. Studies on spatial planning strategies in Indonesia show that access to regional and national urban networks increases the market potential of a village. Such linkage development also provides rural households with alternative income generating opportunities (Douglas, 2007) . In overpopulated, labour-surplus countries like India, the creation of infrastructural facilities increases the scope of gainful employment on the one hand and these facilities open up avenues for economic growth and development on the other (Majumdar, 2008) .
In this context, an attempt has been made to trace the nature of infrastructural development of South 24 Parganas district of the state of West Bengal in India. It is the southernmost district of the state occupying the southern part of the Bengal Delta (Fig. 1) . The district lies between 21°29'0" north and 22°33'45" north latitudes and between 88°3'45" east and 89°4'50" east longitudes. In spite of being an adjoining district of the Kolkata Metropolis, it is one of the backward districts of the state. Thus, development of basic infrastructure deserves special attention to raise the level of overall socio-economic development. The status of seven broad sectors of infrastructure has been discussed. These are agricultural infrastructure, educational infrastructure, healthcare system, transport infrastructure, financial services, electrification and household amenities including drinking water and sanitation facility. Objectives of the study -The article focuses on three basic objectives as outlined below. 1. To discuss the achievement of the district in selected sectors of infrastructure and to analyse the major disadvantages and problems of the concerned sector. 2. To emphasise the study of the performances of the C. D. Blocks and to construct index of infrastructural development for each C. D. Block in order to make an intra-district comparative analysis. 3. To compare the performance of the district with that of the state as a whole.
Research materials and methods
The present analysis has been carried out in two parts. Firstly, the nature of the achievement in different sectors of basic infrastructure has been discussed both at district and sub-district levels. 
Research results

Agriculture
Agriculture traditionally acts as a major source of income and employment for South 24 Parganas, though recently there has occurred a large scale decline in the share of agricultural workforce. Its contribution to income generation has also been falling. Agriculture in this district has remained largely traditional in nature. South 24 Parganas concentrates on cultivation of food crops mainly. The area under food crop was more than three-fourth of total cultivated area in 2010-11. Till now there has been an overwhelming preponderance of paddy cultivation, especially the monsoonal variety. The area under rice was more than 70 per cent of total cultivated area in 2010-11. Other food-crops include pulses, wheat, barley and maize mainly. Major non-food crops are oilseeds, potato, chilies (dry), ginger, jute and sugarcane. The yield of most of these principal crops was lower in South 24 Parganas than in West Bengal in 2010-11 (Table 2) . Both fruit and vegetable production increased in this district during the last decade. Fruit production grew by 67.49 per cent and vegetable production by 34.92 per cent.
Between 1983-84 and 2010-11 all the blocks in Region I, except Bishnupur II, and six blocks in Region II registered an increase in agricultural productivity. However, such increase was marginal in most of the cases. Falta, Kulpi and Mandirbazar in Region II demand special mention. In Region III productivity increased only in five out of thirteen blocks. These were Gosaba, Jaynagar I, Mathurapur I, Kultali and Namkhana. However, there was a decline in the average agricultural performances of C. D. Blocks between 2001 and 2011, especially in Mandirbazar, Mathurapur II Canning II, Gosaba, Patharpratima, Kakdwip and Namkhana. The cyclone ' Aila' in 2010 badly affected the productive capacity of the area. This should be treated as an area of concern, as these are the rural and largely agricultural parts of the district. The status of availability of two basic inputs has been discussed in this context. Agricultural area per agricultural worker-In South 24 Parganas, area under cultivation has been declining gradually while the acreage of land used for non-agricultural purposes has been increasing continuously (Table 3) . Bardhan (2011) rightly pointed out in the case of India as a whole that the average size of agricultural land has been declining steadily under demographic pressure. This is indeed a common trend all over the world, in large developing countries especially: with continuous urban and economic development agricultural land has been shrinking very fast. The gravity of the situation becomes clearer if net sown area is considered exclusively. On the one hand, due to the growing unreliability of monsoon and heavy downpour in late-monsoon, land cannot be prepared for cultivation in many parts of the district. This is typically detrimental for raising winter vegetables. On the other hand, in the absence of the extension of irrigation facilities at a desired level, cultivation during winter seasons becomes difficult. The problem is acute in regions producing rice mainly, i.e. the southern blocks in particular. (Fig. 2) . This suggests that there has been a growing tendency towards cultivating agricultural land more than once in a year. But cropping intensity was still 34 points lower than the state average in 2010-11. Another disappointing fact is that, marginal holdings (less than one hectare in size) have been increasing in proportion covering more than 80 per cent land holdings by number and more than 60 per cent by area in 2011. On the one hand, there is an expanding agricultural workforce (in terms of absolute number). On the other hand, there is a steadily declining area available for cultivation along with the severe problem of land fragmentation due to the law of inheritance. If cultivated area per agricultural worker is taken into account, one would find a fall in average size in 2010-11 below the 1990-81 level. Two out of six blocks in Region I, eight out of ten blocks in Region II and all the blocks in Region III experienced such a fall. The biggest decline, i.e. more or less 0.30 hectare/agricultural worker, was registered in Mathurapur I and II, Kultali, Patharpratima, Kakdwip, Namkhana and Sagar. In fact, the average cultivated area per agricultural worker increased in many of these blocks during the 1990s, but dropped again during the following decade. The cyclone ' Aila' devastated vast areas of West Bengal and Bangladesh in May 2010. The district as a whole and the southern blocks in Region III in particular experienced loss of agricultural land due to increasing levels of soil salinity, waterlogging, etc. Bishnupur II and Magrahat I and II also experienced shrinkage in cultivated area available per agricultural worker between 2000-01 and 2010-11. Only Bishnupur I recorded continuous increase since 1980-81. , 1994 , , 1998 , , 2001 , , 2005 , , 2010 , -2011 , Bureau of Applied Economics and Statistics
Irrigation system -Irrigation system is of tremendous importance to the agricultural sector in countries with monsoonal climate, like India. Though the share of total cultivated area with irrigation facility increased during last two decades, less than one-third of net sown area was irrigated even in 2010-11 (Table 4) . Government canals remained by far the most dominant source of irrigation in this district in terms of area covered. C. D. Blocks within Region I and Region II had a much better status in terms of the availability of irrigation facility than the blocks of Region III in 2010--11. Falta, Bishnupur I had more than 80 per cent of net sown area under irrigation, while Bhangar I and Diamond Harbour II had more than 60 per cent area under this facility. In Region III achievement was very poor in Gosaba, Basanti, Jaynagar I and II, Kultali and Patharpratima having less than one-tenth of net sown area under irrigation. This is a paradox indeed, as the spread of irrigation facility was lowest in the region depending most heavily upon agriculture. Bi-variate linear regression analysis between share of irrigated area and average productivity at block level shows that, the relation was positive and of medium magnitude [correlation coefficient (r) =0.454] in 2010-11 (Fig. 3) . It was statistically significant at 2 per cent level [using test of significance (t) of correlation coefficient (r), it is found that the calculated value of t (2.65) is greater than the tabulated value of t (2.47) at 27 (29-2) degrees of freedom for 2 per cent level of significance]. Lack of adequate irrigation facility is a major constraint resulting in low cropping intensity, less crop diversification and limited agricultural commercialisation. The mono-cropping pattern of cultivation is followed largely because of poor irrigation facilities and high soil salinity. The main causes for the slowdown in the expansion of irrigation are: a) deceleration in capital formation in public and private sector after 1996-97, b) decline in availability of electric power to agriculture and c) stress on water resources (Chand et al., 2011) .
Literacy and education
Literacy status is generally considered as one of the most influential elements of human development. Literacy rate positively influences the rate of participation in gainful work, quality of workers and level of productivity. South 24 Parganas improved continuously in terms of literacy status (Table 5 ). In 2011, with a total literacy rate of 67.77 per cent, it ranked ninth among the districts of West Bengal. Rural literacy increased more rapidly, by 43.44 per cent points, than urban literacy (21.67 per cent points) during the last six decades. Out of twenty nine C. D. Blocks, the literacy rate was over 70 per cent in nine blocks and more than 60 per cent in seventeen blocks as per the latest census of 2011. All C. D. Blocks in the north-western part nearing Kolkata, except Bishnupur I, had literacy rate over 70 per cent. In C. D. Blocks in the central and southern part of the district was it more than 60 per cent. There were some exceptions. Four most remote blocks within or around the Sundarbans, namely Namkhana, Sagar, Patharpratima and Gosaba, performed better than many others. These blocks had literacy rate over 70 per cent. On the other hand, in Canning II, Basanti and Kultali the literacy rate was between 50 per cent and 60 per cent. However, the highest literacy was always found in areas closer to Kolkata, while the lowest literacy rate in the distant parts. For instance, in 2011 Sonarpur had the highest literacy rate (78.80 per cent) and the lowest rate was in Canning II (55.07 per cent). One more good observation is that literacy differential between rural and urban areas has been lowering with time. Urban literacy rate remained higher than rural rate in most of the blocks. There has been a continuous rise in both male and female literacy rates in this district with a simultaneous decline in gender disparity since 1951. Male and female literacy rates were 72.91 per cent and 62.39 per cent respectively in 2011.
Status of major educational parameters -In South 24 Parganas educational institutes, students and teachers have increased in number in the course of time. In 2010-11, there were 3699 primary schools, 55 middle schools, 408 high schools, 345 higher secondary schools and 38 degree colleges. Moreover, there were 6 technical schools, 16 technical colleges and special and 11172 special and non-formal educational institutes. During last two decades, the total number of school-students increased, but the number of students in primary schools decreased by almost 21 per cent. However, the number of students increased manifold in high and higher secondary schools, and also in colleges. The number of teachers increased at both school and college levels (Table 6 ). , 1995 , 1998 , 1999 & 2000 (Combined), 2005 and 2010 -2011 , Bureau of Applied Economics and Statistics
The number of primary, middle and high schools per lakh population declined here during the last two decades. In 2011, the number of primary schools per lakh population was the highest in Kulpi block (73) in the west and the lowest in Thakurpukur-Maheshtala (24), which was preceded by Sonarpur (25) . In this regard some of the central and southern blocks achieved higher ratios than the blocks surrounding Kolkata. This ratio was very high (60 and above) in Patharpratima, Gosaba, Mandirbazar, Diamond Harbour II and Mathurapur I; high (50 and above) in Bishnupur II, Diamond Harbour I, Falta, Mathurapur II, Kakdwip, Namkhana and Sagar. In the rest of the blocks the ratio was between 30 and 50. Bi-variate linear regression analysis has shown a positive, but very weak (as r has a very low value of 0.03 only) and statistically insignificant relation between availability of primary schools per lakh population and literacy rate in 2011 (Fig. 4) . This is a matter of concern, as the spread of literacy depends primarily on it. C. D. Blocks in the southern region especially have been suffering from a decline in the number of primary schools per lakh population since 1991. However, the number of higher secondary schools and colleges per lakh population grew during the last two decades and the situation improved in the southern blocks in this regard. In 2011, the maximum ratio was in Mathurapur II (18) and the minimum in Canning II (4). This ratio was also high (more than 10) in Bishnupur II, Budge Budge II, Gosaba, Mandirbazar, Kulpi, Falta Diamond Harbour I and II, MathurapurI, Kakdwip, Namkhana, Sagar and Patharpratim. New colleges were established in C. D. Blocks which had no college before, but the number is still very small in proportion to future demand.
If the teacher-student ratio is taken as a parameter, the condition became slightly better in primary schools. At this level the growing teacher-student ratio was more influential in spreading literacy at C. D. Block level (as the value of r, in bi-variate linear regression analysis, is 0.78 in 2010-11). The relation was also statistically significant at 1 per cent level [as the calculated value of t (6.42) is greater than the tabulated value of t (2.77) at 27 (29-2) degrees of freedom] (Fig. 5 ). But a fall in this ratio was observed in high and higher secondary schools and in colleges since 1991. At college level, the situation improved in few blocks during 2001-11. Technical schools also suffer from a falling teacher-pupil ratio, but technical colleges recorded a rise. 
Healthcare system
Health condition has significant bearing upon the general wellbeing of any community and can be related with aggregate economic growth. A good health condition is important as it influences the functionality of a person and it creates an enabling environment for individuals to access or utilise the facilities and services available. Provision of equitable access to healthcare system was recognised in the 'Health for All' initiative undertaken by the World Health Organization (2003) in 1978. Thus, availability of cost-effective health services, for the poor and rural areas specially, should be given priority in the development agenda of any region, more so in developing economies. In the analysis of health infrastructure three basic components, such as the number of medical institutions, doctors and beds, have been considered.
In South 24 Parganas, the number of medical institutions of different categories increased over time with a phase of decrease between 2003 and 2005. In 2010-11, the district had 100 public healthcare systems, 188 private healthcare systems, 1 central government undertaking institute and 1 institute run by local bodies. Detailed data on medical infrastructure, available since 2003, shows that there has been a relative decline in the availability of public healthcare system since 2006 along with a spurt in private healthcare facilities. As in other parts of India, the public healthcare system in the districts of West Bengal has also been undermined by recent global economic changes and the subsequent macroeconomic reforms at national level. These reduced state government's ability to provide people with safe and effective healthcare. The resultant fiscal constraint lessened the rate of capital investment and also created a massive shortage in funds needed for current expenditure. In South 24 Parganas there is not even one hospital per lakh population and the ratio declined during last two decades (Table 7) . But the total number of medical institutions per lakh population increased, because of the rise in the number of nursing homes and private clinics all over the district, even in the distant and rural C. D. Blocks of Region III. The blocks which developed in terms of total medical institutions per lakh population between 1991 and 2011 were Diamond Harbour I, Falta, Bishnupur I and II, Baruipur, Bhangar I and Magrahat I. But both these parameters remained much smaller than the state figure (Table 7) . Still, there exist a large number of villages without medical facilities not only in the Sundarban Region but also in the north-eastern part of the district and even on the periphery of Kolkata.
The number of beds in all medical institutions increased 2.69 times during the last two decades. The number of available beds per lakh population also increased (Table 7) . But it remained lower than the state level ratio and remained much below the level of adequacy with respect to the vast and growing population of this district. Only 61 beds were available per lakh persons in 2011. The highset increase in the number of beds per lakh population was in Diamond Harbour I between 1991 and 2011. The ratio rose in most of the blocks, especially in Patharpratima, Kakdwip, Mathurapur II, Basanti, Jaynagar II, Magrahat I and Baruipur. Budge Budge I also had a high ratio between 1991 and 2011. Though the number of doctors in medical institutions increased by 4.72 times during the last fifteen years, the ratio between the number of avail-able doctors and population was really very poor (Table 7) . The district stands in sharp contrast with West Bengal in this regard. Only ten doctors were available in South 24 Parganas for caring over one lakh persons in 2011. However, the ratio improved in Kakdwip, Mathurapur II, Budge Budge I, Baruipur and Diamond Harbour I in particular.
In fact, in South 24 Parganas the availability of different medical facilities at the regional level presents a mixed picture, in the sense that some C. D. Blocks in Region III were better performers than some C. D. Blocks in Region II and were at par with some C. D. Blocks in Region I. Basically, Diamond Harbour I and Budge Budge I can be distinguished from others in terms of their greater achievements with respect to almost all selected medical parameters during the last two decades.
Transport facilities
The extent of economic development and the opportunity for employment for common people in an area significantly depend on the development of basic transport infrastructure. Rostow (1960) was of the opinion that investment in SOC, in fields of transport especially, should be considered as one of the major preconditions for take-off in stages of growth. Satterthwaite and Tacoli (2007) , analysing the role of small and intermediate towns in regional and rural development, highlighted the impact of transport and communication facilities. These urban centres may become the market place for agricultural products from the surrounding rural areas with an available and affordable good transport network connecting them to the producing villages as well as to other larger and potential markets. Better transport facilities have been considered as a key element of livelihood strategies based on occupational diversification and reliance on both rural and urban resources. The following section discusses the availability and development of two principal components of transport infrastructure, namely roadways and railways, in South 24 Parganas.
Roadways -In this sector, the performance of West Bengal has remained reasonably good. In A more specific idea on the accessibility of roads in any region may be obtained from the measurement of road density, i.e. length of road per unit of land area. West Bengal's road density has been much higher than the national average and South 24 Paraganas' achievement was better than the state level in the last two decades (Fig. 6) . It must be mentioned in this context that the availability of metalled roads is more important for better functioning of economy. It is an essential pre-condition for the development of heavy industries, as these roads are motorable. In this regard, South 24 Parganas is definitely a lagging region. Metalled road density has remained much below un-metalled road density since 1998-99 (Fig. 7) .
Profound disparities at regional level can be observed in South 24 Parganas in the last two decades. Two indicators, namely metalled road density and total road density, have been considered here. In 2010-11, the highest density of metalled roads was in Budge Budge I (17.66 km/sq km), followed by Thakurpukur-Maheshtala (7.72 km/sq km) and Budge Budge II (7.56 km/sq km). Other blocks with better achievements were Sonarpur, Bishnupur II and Baruipur. Gosaba, on the other hand, had the lowest metalled road density (0.48 km/sq km), and was preceded by Patharpratima, Kultali, Basanti and Sagar successively, each having road density less than 1 km/ sq km. The improvement of Baruipur, Bhangar I, Diamond Harbour II and Magrahat I deserves special mention. Total road density was the highest in Jaynagar I (25.29 km/sq km), followed by Budge Budge I (22.02 km/sq km) and Budge Budge II (17.52 km/sq km). The lowest density was in Basanti (2.41 km/sq km), preceded by Kultali (2.82 km/sq km). None of the remaining blocks had road density less than 3 km/sq km. However, total road density was relatively lower in Falta, Gosaba, Namkhana and Patharpratima. It may be generalised that the distant blocks within and adjoining the Sundarbans traditionally remained poor performers in terms of road development. 
Railways -The development of railways in South 24
Parganas has been limited in extension. Thus, a vast part of it is devoid of any rail service and therefore entirely dependent upon road transport. The district is served by four railway routes connecting different parts of the district with the nodal station at Sealdah of the Sealdah Subdivision of the Eastern Railways of India. These include the Sealdah-Budge Budge route, the Sealdah-Diamond Harbour route, the Seldah-Namkhana route and the Sealdah-Canning route. At present only fifteen C. D. Blocks of the district have railway routes. Railway density is higher in Budge Budge I, Baruipur and Diamond Harbour I (Table 8 ). Sonarpur and Baruipur are served by more than one route which adds positively to their degree of accessibility. Very low densities are found in Jaynagar II, Namkhana, Mathurapur I and Canning I. Keeping in mind the necessity of increasing the rail services in South 24 Parganas, a bunch of proposals for extending these railway routes and opening new railway routes has been sanctioned by the railways authority of India. 
Electrification
Power infrastructure has a different connotation for the economic development of present days. Levels of productivity, whether in agriculture or in manufacturing, depend to a large extent on the rate of consumption of electricity. On the one hand, it plays a labour-saving role in various economic productions; on the other hand, adequate availability of electricity creates an enabling environment for human resource development that would again control the quantity and quality of future workforce. Hirschman (1958, pp.83-84) , in his discussion on the relationship between infrastructure and economic development, pointed out that 'enlarged availability of electric power and of transportation facilities are essential preconditions for economic development practically everywhere' . Consumption pattern of electricity -Total consumption of electricity increased manifold in South 24 Parganas in the last two decades, from 59,721 KWH in 1990-91 to 6,73,700 KWH in 2010-11. Consumption grew by 257.58 per cent during the 1990s and 215.48 per cent during the last decade. The sectoral pattern of consumption of electricity shows that the domestic sector has been progressively becoming the larger consumer (Fig. 8) . Its share in total consumption increased from 43.80 per cent in 1990-91 to 61.24 per cent in 2010-11. However, it remained the largest consumer. This is an impressive trend, in terms of the standards of living of the district's population, resulting from the continuous effort by the state government to enhance the availability of electricity at household level. The industrial sector comes next followed by the commercial sector.
Proportion of Electrified Villages -Rural electrification has become a major part of government initiatives in the power sector. Some significant projects in this regard include Rajib Gandhi Gramin Vidyutikaran Yojona-XI Plan, West Bengal Rural Household Electricity Programme, Sundarban Island Electrification Works, Sagar Island Electrification, etc. Work under the West Bengal State Electricity Development Corporation Limited (WB-SEDCL) has been in progress in such remote islands as Sagar, Gosaba and Patharpratima. As a result, electrified villages multiplied in number during the 
Availability of electricity at household level -An analysis of electrified households in South 24
Parganas yields rather less impressive results. The district's performance remains below the state average, though the difference has been reduced with time. Moreover, there remains a huge rural-urban disparity also. In 1981, 4.35 per cent households in rural areas and 42.23 per cent households in urban areas were electrified. In 2011, the urban proportion reached up to 80.68 per cent, while in rural areas only 40.31 per cent households had an electric connection (Fig. 9) . A profound disparity can be found at the regional level also. In 2011, the largest share of households were electrified in Thakupukur-Maheshtala (93.50 per cent), followed by Sonarpur (87.54 per cent) and Budge Budge I (83.64 per cent). In Region II, Baruipur ranked first (65.30 per cent) followed by Falta (55.28 per cent) and Bhangar II (54.67 per cent). Region III, on the other hand, contained two worst performers, namely Sagar (1.10 per cent) and Patharpratima (7.04 per cent). However, rural-urban disparity in the level of electrification was also lower in 2011 than before. It was low (around 7 per cent points) in most of the better performing blocks, like Thakupukur-Maheshtala, Bishnupur II, Budge Budge I and II, and was exceptionally high (around 30 per cent points) in blocks with a lower level of household electrification, like Jaynagar II, Baruipur, Canning I, Basanti, Diamond Harbour I and II. 
Financial services
A well-knitted and efficiently functioning financial system, having a wide network in rural and urban areas as well, helps in the formation, mobilisation and more effective utilisation of capital resources. Most of the developing economies, still having low rate of capital formation and its accumulation, generally suffer from lack of investment potentiality. South 24 Parganas district of West Bengal also belongs to this category. Performances of two essential components of the financial infrastructure of the district have been discussed in this context.
Banking facility -Commercial banking system has remained by far the most significant part of financial services in India, as it covers a wide range of people and reaches diversified business areas. Like in other districts of West Bengal, banking activities have progressed in South 24 Parganas also. The district is served by different commercial banks, and also by one Gramin Bank, one unit of West Bengal State Co-operative Bank and one Primary Co-operative Agriculture and Rural Development Bank. West Bengal Financial Corporation also has a branch office here. The number of banks has increased by 101 during the last two decades. In this district semi-urban banks registered the highest increase in number during the last two decades. This growth undoubtedly reflects the changing and expanding demand of the semi-urban areas in tune with the ongoing socio-economic transformation, which influences this region mostly. Since the early 1990s the highest increase in the number of banks has taken place in Baruipur followed by Sonarpur C. D. Blocks. In 2010-11, Baruipur and Sonarpur had 28 and 25 banks respectively. Other blocks having good achievements were Budge Budge I, Jaynagar I and II, Canning II, Basanti, Magrahat II, Mandirbazar, Kulpi, Falta, Diamond Harbour I, Mathurapur I, Kakdwip and Sagar. Thus, there have been efforts to bring a progressively wider portion of the district under banking network. In spite of the rising number of banks in South 24 Parganas, a bank office has to serve a huge mass of people. One bank office served 25348 persons in 2010-11 (Fig. 10) . These estimates were more than 1.5 times larger than that of the state. At the sub-district level, each bank office in C. D. Blocks of Region II and Region III generally serves a larger size of population than a bank office in C. D. Blocks of Region I. The situation improved in Region I, except in Budge Budge II, and in most of the C. D. Blocks in Region II by 2010-11. Population pressure increased upon bank offices of the three most distant blocks, namely Namkhana, Patharpratima and Sagar, and also in Kultali, Canning I and Gosaba. The population served by each bank office in Region III was nearly double of that in Region I in 2010-11.The Fi-nancial Inclusion Campaign (2011) by the Government of India, to bring all villages with more than 2000 population under banking network, is definitely a welcoming move to improve rural financial conditions. Deposits in banks of all types in South 24 Parganas increased manifold during the last twenty years. Total bank deposit was ` 27,278 lakh in 1990 and in 2011 it reached an amount of 9,17,300 lakh, recording a staggering increase of 3262.78 per cent. Per capita bank deposit also increased during this period, but it was much lower than the state average. In 2010-11, per capita bank deposit of this district was less than one-third of that of West Bengal. Advances or credits disbursed by banks increased largely during this period, but the credit-deposit ratio shows a fluctuating trend (Fig. 10) . The ratio declined continuously during the 1990s, followed by an upward trend in the last decade. South 24 Parganas lagged far beyond the state average in terms of credit disbursement in the last two decades.
Annual Credit Plans are prepared for each district by the concerned Lead Bank Office in accordance with the Potential Linked Credit Plan (PLP) drafted each year by the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD). NABARD (2005) basically identified potential sectors for exploitation through credit intervention and estimation of credit requirement for such exploitation. An analysis of credit planning for South 24 Parganas since 1997-98 shows that the service sector was targeted to achieve the largest share of credit followed by the agriculture and allied sector during the late 1990s. Achievement in credit disbursement was also highest in the service sector. Later, the agriculture and allied sector has become the most prioritised sector followed by the industry and service sector since the middle of the past decade. NABARD has identified South 24 Parganas as an agriculturally potential district, where farming may become more intensive and market oriented with proper infrastructural support. Thus, greater credit provision has been made for minor irrigation, land development, farm mechanisation and crop loan. The allied sectors with good potential are plantation, horticulture, fisheries, animal husbandry, bio-gas and others. The industrial sector included mainly the small scale industries in this district. Entrepreneurship development and skill building are two major objectives of credit facilitation in industry and service sectors. The amount of per capita bank credit increased in these three broad sectors in the last two decades. However, the target-achievement ratio has declined heavily in each sector since the 1990s.
Co-operative societies -The second component of financial system are co-operative societies of two types, credit and non-credit societies. In South 24 Parganas with growing marginalisation of labourforce, the share of workers engaged in part-time, irregular, and less secure jobs with low return has been increasing rapidly. Co-operative societies are of great help for the economic wellbeing of these people. However, special emphasis has been given to agricultural and non-agricultural credit societies. The number of agricultural credit societies and their members declined during the last two decades, though the working capital of these societies increased. The availability of per capita agricultural credit increased in an irregular fashion during the 1990s. From ` 10.65 only in 1990-91 it reached up to a value of ` 2,612.60 in 2002-03 and then declined rapidly. The number of non-agricultural credit societies increased continuously from 189 in 1990-91 to 347 in 2010-11. The number of members became double, from 74,000 in 1990-91 to 140958 in 2010-11. The trend is significant in the context of the growing non-agriculturisation of the district's economy. But the volume of working capital declined drastically in 2006-07 with an increase in the following years. Per capita credit availability of these societies was higher than that of the agricultural credit societies during the 1990s, but the situation became the reverse during the last decade. In 2010-11, the number of members and the volume of working capital of non-agricultural credit societies were little more than one-third and almost one-fourth respectively of those of agricultural credit societies. The largest number of societies and members along with the biggest share of capital were owned by C. D. Blocks in Region III followed by Region II. Kakdwip, Sagar, Patharpratima, Namkhana, Baruipur, Kulpi, Diamond Harbour I and Sonarpur deserve special mention. However, the manner in which these societies are organised and function is not always conducive to an efficient use of the huge volume of resources at their disposal. In most of the cases throughout India, their finances are in a stage of chronic sickness and prone to recurrent crisis (Vaidyanathan, 2013) .
Household amenities
Two basic household amenities, drinking water and sanitation facility, have been taken into account here. Availability of these two amenities of good quality is a basic criterion for achieving good health and a decent standard of living. This in turn influences the productive capacity of any community.
Drinking water -During the last three decades there has been some development in the field of drinking water supply in West Bengal. But conditions are precarious with regard to two vital aspects. Firstly, the number of households having a source of drinking water within their premises is very low. Secondly, still a lower number of households have been served by piped supply of drinking water. Thus, a large number of households have to depend upon common external sources of water, irrespective of the quality of water. In South 24 Parganas, the availability of drinking water at household level is far from the desired level. In 1981, only 7.07 per cent of total households had drinking water facility within household premises and in 2011 the proportion was just 12.93 per cent of total (Fig. 11) . The district always remained much below the state average in this regard and the difference increased largely by end of the last decade. The conditions differ largely between rural and urban areas. In 2011, households with drinking water facilities within their own premises were 7.25 per cent of total in rural areas and 28.25 per cent of total in urban areas. Coverage under piped supply of water by administrative authorities remained still very low. It was only 6.25 per cent in 2011. Piped water supply increased mainly in urban areas with 15.27 per cent of urban households having this facility in 2011. The proportion was only 2.91 per cent in rural areas. During the last decade, this source became particularly important in C. D. Blocks bordering Kolkata and having a larger urban population, like Thakurpukur-Maheshtala, Budge Budge I and II, Bishnupur I and II, Sonarpur and Baruipur. In 2011, the next major sources were hand pump and tube well, which were primary sources up to 2001. The achievements of C. D. Blocks differ considerably in terms of having sources of drinking water within their own household premises. In 2011, the highest achievement was found in Bhangar II (39.78 per cent) followed by Sonarpur (39.23 per cent). Thakurpukur-Maheshtala, Bishnupur II, Budge Budge I and II had more than 20 per cent households with such facility, while the share was more than 10 per cent of total households in Baruipur, Bhangar I, Bishnupur I and Canning I. In the rest of the C. D. Blocks, the coverage was of a range of 1-4 per cent only, with Canning II and Magrahat I having a slightly better achievement. The situation in urban areas was better than in the rural counter-part. In 2011, the disparity between rural and urban areas was very high in Sonarpur, Budge Budge I and Canning II (within a range of 21 to 29 per cent points). Thakurpukur-Maheshtala, Bishnupur I, Baruipur and Canning I had high disparity within a range of 10 to 16 per cent points. Disparity was small, around 3-4 per cent points, in Bishnupur II, Bhangar I and Budge Budge II. Other urbanised C. D. Blocks also suffered from such disparity, but at a lower level, as coverage in both rural and urban areas was very low in these blocks.
Sanitation facilities -At all-India level West Bengal is in a relatively lower position among mediocre performers with regard to sanitation. Till now most of the rural households do not use latrine for defecation and many of them even do not have any drainage facility. Though sanitation facilities in urban areas are better than in rural areas, the situation is far from ideal even in urban areas. The performance of South 24 Parganas is also not satisfactory in this regard. The availability of sanitation facility in households of South 24 Parganas has improved over time. In 2011, 62.59 per cent households had this facility. In urban areas 83.10 per cent households had their own sanitation facility and this figure was slightly below the state average. Though the proportion of rural households with sanitation facilities increased manifold in this district, the overall achievement remained still poor with an achievement of 54.99 per cent in 2011 (Fig. 12) . However, in the case of rural areas the district's performance remained above the state level average. Household availability of sanitation facility at C. D. Block level remained full of disparities. Unlike the progress of household electrification, differences in achievement with regard to sanitation facility got reduced only slightly. In 2011, Sonarpur was the highest achiever (93.33 per cent) followed by Thakurpukur-Maheshtala (90.42 per cent). C. D. Blocks with more than 60 per cent households with sanitation facility were Sagar, Bhangar II, Gosaba, Budge Budge I, Namkhana and Baruipur. C. D. Blocks with more than half of their households having sanitation facility were Bhangar I, Diamond Harbour I and II, Falta, Bishnupur I and II, Budge Budge II, Mathurapur II, Kakdwip, Patharpratima, Canning I and II. The worst achievements were noticed in Kultali (32.25 per cent) followed by Kulpi (37.57 per cent). However, some less developed blocks, like Sagar (86.88 per cent), Gosaba (75.28 per cent), Namkhana (72.79 per cent) and Bhangar II (77.66 per cent), came up with very good achievements.
Rural-urban disparity has declined in the last two decades mainly due to improvements in rural areas. In 2011, the minimum disparity was found in Budge Budge II (0.15 per cent point) and the maximum in Jaynagar II (51.63 per cent points).
Other C. D. Blocks having relatively low difference between rural-urban achievements were Thakurpukur-Maheshtala, Budge Budge I, Bishnupur II, Magrahat I and II, Mandirbazar, Kulpi, Diamond Harbour II and Mathurapur I. C. D. Blocks having relatively high disparity were Bishnupur I, Sonarpur, Jaynagar I, Baruipur, Bhangar I, Canning II, Basanti, Falta and Diamond Harbour I.
Discussion
The above analysis makes it clear that C. D. Blocks in South 24 Parganas differ considerably in terms of various infrastructural achievements. Thus, forming an idea on the overall status of the basic components of infrastructure seems quite significant in estimating the development potentials at sub-district level. Therefore, an attempt has been made to construct an index of infrastructural development for each C. D. Block of the district and to make a comparative analysis. For this purpose seventeen variables representing the above mentioned seven basic sectors of infrastructure have been selected (Table 9) . With these variables Principal Component Analysis has been done. It must be mentioned here that the choice of indicators is dependent upon the relevance of a particular indicator in revealing the condition of infrastructure of the district under consideration on the one hand, and also upon the availability of data at district level on the other. Naturally, selection of indicators for PCA has definitely some bearing upon the indices obtained and relative positions of the C. D. Blocks. Several statistical tests are used to assess the appropriateness of using the PCA for a particular dataset. In the present study, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy (MSA) test has been used. It compares the magnitudes of the observed correlation coefficients to the magnitudes of the partial correlation coefficients (Krishnan, 2010) . If the variables, in fact, have common factors, the partial correlation coefficients should be small relative to the total correlation coefficient. The KMO statistic varies between 0 and 1. A value of 0 indicates that the sum of partial correlations is large relative to the sum of correlations, indicating diffusion in the pattern of correlations (hence, factor analysis is likely to be inappropriate). A value close to 1 indicates that patterns of correlations are relatively compact and so factor analysis should yield distinct and reliable factors. Values greater than 0.5 are considered as barely acceptable, values between 0.5 and 0.7 as mediocre, values between 0.7 and 0.8 as good, values between 0.8 and 0.9 as great and values above 0.9 as superb (Field, 2009) . However, there are other references where values less than 0.50 have been considered as 'miserable' (Beaumont, 2012) and therefore unacceptable. For the variables of 2011, the KMO value is 0.635, signaling that a factor analysis of the variables can proceed (Table 10 ). Another test of the strength of the relationship among variables has been done using the Bartlett's Test of Sphericity (1954) . It tests the null hypothesis that the variables in the population correlation matrix are uncorrelated. The results of the analysis of socio-economic indicators of South 24 Parganas show a significance level of 0.00 (Table 10), a value that is small enough to reject the hypothesis, as the probability should be less than 0.05 to reject the null. These diagnostic procedures indicate that factor analysis is appropriate for the data. (Krishnan, 2010) . Using this criterion, the result shows that the first five components have initial eigen values greater than one and these five together explain 82.507 per cent of total variance explained (Table 11 ). Now weights for variables have to be calculated with the help of the Extracted Component Matrix (Table 12) (Fig. 13) . C. D. Blocks have been classified according to their infrastructural development indices into five groups (Table 14) . Certain basic features have been highlighted below. 
Conclusion
The overall performance of South 24 Parganas is of mediocre nature in terms of the availability of basic socio-economic infrastructure. In most of the cases, the status of urban areas was found to be better than their rural counterparts. Besides, the existence of a distance-decay effect with respect to Kolkata can be traced in the level of infrastructural development achieved at sub-district level. Thus, blocks of Region I are better performers than most of the blocks of Region II. However, limited accessibility and connectivity of a vast stretch of land, inadequate availability of primary educational services and also technically skilled and highly educated persons, disparities in availability of electricity and drinking water at household level, and insufficiency of health and financial services can be identified as more crucial areas in terms of development. Since the structure of economy rests upon the existing infrastructure, regional imbalance in their availability creates differences in economic opportunities and overall development also. Thus, a more balanced infrastructural development assumes paramount sig-nificance with respect to the holistic development of this less developed district of West Bengal. 
